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“Death Drops is a gem! Entertaining, informative, and with a mystery that had me completely baffled!”
—Gayle Trent, author of Killer Sweet Tooth


NATURE’S WAY MARKET AND CAFÉ SELLS HEALTHY FOODS AND NATURAL CURES FOR WHAT AILS YOU. BUT THERE IS NO CURE FOR MURDER. . . .


Even naturopathic doctors need a little stress relief—that’s why Willow McQuade, ND, takes a break to visit her Aunt Claire, owner of Nature’s Way Market and Café, on Long Island’s North Fork. But Willow’s serenity is shattered when she finds her aunt’s lifeless body on the market floor, a bottle of Mimulus lying nearby. Taken to calm one’s fear of misfortune, the flower essence clearly failed Aunt Claire . . . for her death was no accident.


But who would want to kill her? The police soon zero in on Willow herself, who stands to inherit Claire’s business and the rights to a breakthrough anti-aging cream. Desperate to prove her innocence, Willow turns to former police officer Jackson Spade for help. Together they unearth a slew of suspects, each with something to gain by Claire’s unnatural demise. But as Willow gets closer to the truth, a killer waits to administer one final dose of death.


“An absorbing mystery and entertaining debut.”
—Linda Bloodworth-Thomason, writer/producer of Designing Women
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	CHRYSTLE FIEDLER, a writer specializing in alternative health topics, is the author of four books including The Country Almanac of Home Remedies. Death Drops is the first in a new mystery series. Visit www.chrystlefiedler.com.
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Who would want to hurt Aunt Claire? A disgruntled customer? Someone she ticked off at the post office? Despite her Zen nature, Aunt Claire did have a knack for getting into confrontations with certain folks. This child of the sixties was also a real activist, holding meetings for causes like workers’ rights and animal rights every week in the store. Suddenly, I heard a startled gasp from behind me. “What happened?”


Turning around, I found Aunt Claire’s passive-aggressive right hand, Janice Dorian, a stricken look on her face. Despite being surrounded by natural ways to calm down, she was an uptight forty-something, with a perpetually pinched face. “What have you done to her?”


“Nothing!” There was no one I loved more than my beloved Aunt Claire. “She’s gone, Janice. The police will be here any minute.”


Janice pushed past me and bent over Aunt Claire’s body. “Everything was fine until you came home. I’ve never seen her so agitated since you arrived.”


This was true but had to do with my efforts to bring my mother and Aunt Claire back together. Or maybe, her agitation had something to do with her new business venture. Even then, she hid it very well. “Janice, you know that we loved each other very much.” I pointed to the bottle of Mimulus. “I think she was murdered.” I explained my theory.


She snatched up the bottle before I could stop her and snarled, “You did this!” She waved the bottle at me. “This is your fault!”
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DISCLAIMER


This publication contains the opinions and ideas of its author. It is intended to provide helpful and informative material on the subjects addressed in the publication. It is sold with the understanding that the author and publisher are not engaged in rendering medical, health, or any other kind of personal professional services in the book. The reader should consult his or her medical, health or other competent professional before adopting any of the suggestions in this book or drawing inferences from it.


The author and publisher specifically disclaim all responsibility for any liability, loss or risk, personal or otherwise, which is incurred as a consequence, directly or indirectly, of the use and application of any of the contents of this book.
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death drops





chapter one


Dear Dr. McQuade,


Help! I’ve been feeling anxious and stressed to the max ever since I started my new job. Is there anything natural I can take to help me chill out?


Signed,


Stressed Out


Dear Stressed Out,


Have no fear. One of the best natural remedies for stress is flower essences, which help to correct emotional imbalances. There are thirty-eight flower essences, developed by Dr. Edward Bach in 1934. Just put a few drops of Bach Rescue Remedy—a combination of rockrose for terror and panic, impatiens for irritation and impatience, clematis for inattentiveness, star-of-Bethlehem for shock, and cherry plum for irrational thoughts—under your tongue and you’ll begin to chill big-time. You’ll find it at your local health food store.


Signed,


Willow McQuade, ND




Call me a nature nut. I love nature. I like to walk in nature, I use natural remedies, and I practice natural medicine as a naturopathic doctor in Los Angeles. So my “green exercise,” walking in the forest, this Friday morning fit right into that theme.


It was part of the reason I’d traveled to Long Island, two hours east of New York City at the beginning of June, wanting to absorb by osmosis nature’s finest in a preserve the Nature Conservancy called one of nature’s last, best places. I’d come back to my hometown of Greenport, New York, an idyllic fishing village turned tourist mecca, to stay with my beloved aunt Claire, master herbalist and owner of Nature’s Way Market and Café, for my annual summer visit and to rest and recuperate.


I desperately needed these two weeks away after a punishing spring that involved joining a new holistic medical practice in West Hollywood, traveling biweekly to consult at the Arizona Center for Integrative Medicine, writing a blog and numerous articles for Nature’s Remedy—an online magazine—and handling a high-maintenance boyfriend, now my ex. More about him later.


Right now the forest, dappled in sunshine, was spread before me like a visual all-you-can-see feast. Splashes of color from blooming cosmos, hibiscus, and Rose of Sharon bushes saturated the landscape. Bluebirds cawed and flitted from tree to tree, while squirrels skittered down the path, looking for breakfast. The woodsy smell of foliage, flowers, and crusty earth was intoxicating. Through the canopy of trees I could just see a wink of clear, blue sky.


I’d driven to this nature preserve walk every day for the past week. Although it was just outside of town, I felt transported to Eden. I focused on being here now, feeling my legs move in rhythm with my breathing, one-two, one-two, concentrating on every butter-yellow-Croc-soled step, and making it a walking meditation.


Still, in spite of my best intentions, my thoughts kept returning to the conversation I’d had this morning with Aunt Claire, which had left me worried. I’d come downstairs from my bedroom on the third floor to discover her working feverishly on her computer. For years Aunt Claire was a real technophobe, but once she made the leap into the twenty-first century, she never looked back. She even used an iPhone.


She glanced up at me, smiled, and pushed a wisp of shoulder-length blond hair behind her ear. She was dressed in her usual casual style—a T-shirt, denim shorts, and hemp sandals—although the vegetarian message on her T-shirt, Love Animals, Don’t Eat Them, was anything but.


“Honey, did I wake you?”


I’d been sleeping in Aunt Claire’s guest room, across the hall from her bedroom, above Nature’s Way Market and Café for the past week and a half. I hadn’t heard her get up, probably because my white-noise machine was on. Although there weren’t the traffic sounds I was used to hearing in L.A., just the sounds of crickets to keep me company, I couldn’t break myself of the habit.


That morning I woke up at six thirty, hopped out of my cocoon of a bed, did my morning reading of inspirational authors such as Thich Nhat Hanh and Eckhart Tolle, and meditated for fifteen minutes. Feeling centered and at peace with the world, I dressed in shorts, a T-shirt, and my yellow rubber sandals and headed downstairs. On the way out, I found Aunt Claire working away in her office before the store and café opened at eight.


“I didn’t hear a thing.” I walked over to the desk, kissed her smooth cheek, and looked at the computer screen. “What are you working on?”


“The fountain of youth.”


I blinked. “Say what?”


She chuckled. “I’m working with a company in New York on an age-defying herbal cream.”


“So that’s your secret.” I appraised her. Nary a wrinkle; clear, vibrant skin; sparkling aquamarine eyes. Aunt Claire glowed with vibrant health. Her calendar age was sixty-seven, but she looked a good ten years younger.


She pushed Send and reached for a steaming cup of herbal tea. It smelled delicious, like licorice and fennel. She pointed to the pot of tea on the desk and an extra cup. “You could say that. I first started using this specific combination of herbs when I was researching my book.”


Aunt Claire had written The Complete Encyclopedia of Herbs a few years ago and The Complete Encyclopedia of Herbs for Beauty last spring. She’d circled the world to complete her research, traveling from the Amazonian rain forests to the Himalayas. “The cream is full of herbs, antioxidants, and lots of other goodies.”


“Sounds great. And people are really into that kind of thing. I’d use it.”


She shook her head and smiled. “Sweetheart, you don’t need it. Your skin is beautiful, just like the rest of you.”


Giving her shoulder an affectionate squeeze, I circled the desk and caught sight of myself in the large, wooden-framed mirror on the wall. Not for the first time, I noticed how much I looked like my aunt Claire, instead of my own mother, a petite brunette. Although I was twenty-eight and Aunt Claire was sixty-seven, both of us were tall, thin, and blond, with angular features, good skin, model-like cheekbones, and excellent teeth. “The teeth of the tiger,” my aunt always said, as neither of us spent any time in the dentist’s chair.


Overall, we were presentable and personable. People liked us, a good thing, since I was a doctor and she was a business owner. I was glad the gene fairy had given me Aunt Claire’s characteristics rather than my mother’s. In fact, Aunt Claire felt more like my mother than my own mother did. She was a nurturing soul and accepted me the way I was. My mother always wanted me to be different, more like my sister, the “real” doctor, and less interested in “whoo-whoo” medicine, which is what she called my chosen profession.


I sat down and reached for the ceramic teapot, with its bold red-and-yellow floral design, and poured tea into the matching cup. The chair was comfy, as was the office, with overstuffed couches, bookshelves crammed with natural, new age, and vegetarian-themed books, and pictures on the wall of various herbs and yoga positions. Above the doorway was a sign with the word Peace in big, bold letters. On her desk in a place of honor was a picture of me receiving my degree in naturopathic medicine from the Southwest College of Natural Medicine and Health Sciences. Aunt Claire, my inspiration in all things natural, was the only family member to fly out for the ceremony.


My mother considered my pursuit of natural medicine foolish; why, she asked, hadn’t I gone to a real medical school like my sister, who graduated from Harvard? I was tired of trying to convince her that naturopathic doctors are “real” doctors, too. Our training is rigorous, and I’d even stepped it up by learning from some of the best and brightest—namely, Ray Richmond-Safer, MD, a nationally renowned holistic physician (and bestselling author and talk show favorite) at the cutting-edge Arizona Center for the Advancement of Natural Medicine.


Unlike traditional doctors, naturopaths are taught to take into consideration a client’s entire body, mind, and spirit before rendering a diagnosis. After such an assessment, if I believed a patient (many of whom were bicoastal entertainment types: actors, agents, and studio execs) could benefit from more conventional medicine, I referred him or her to integrative doctor friends—those who had MD after their names but were open to natural medicine approaches—in L.A. or New York. My aunt Claire couldn’t be more proud and my mother, Daisy, more dismissive.


The fact that my mother would not support me in my chosen field was a constant source of friction between them. There had been many arguments and tears. Then, last September, when my mother was admitted to the hospital for heart problems, Aunt Claire wanted to help restore her health with natural remedies, but my sister rebuffed her. Now, even though my mother lived in Greenport and my sister lived in Southold, seven minutes away, the three women still weren’t talking.


“Have you been working on this long?”


Aunt Claire picked up a bottle of vitamins and turned the label toward me. “Green Focus, the company that makes this line of vitamins, approached me about creating beauty products after my book topped the New York Times non-fiction list last fall. I’ve been working on it all winter. You know I’ve always wanted to have my own line.”


I did. For as long as I could remember, Aunt Claire had been working on formulas to address different health conditions, first in her native Australia, then in London, then when she came to Greenport one summer to visit us and ended up training with master herbalist Nick Holmes, now her boyfriend of more than fifteen years (neither believed in marriage). I’d always been fascinated by stories about exotic Aunt Claire, a professional herbalist who’d traveled to distant lands like Japan, India, and China, so when she came to the East End, twenty years ago, I’d been a sponge ready to absorb everything about her.


She was fascinated by natural remedies and the way the body could use these cures to make itself well. Her curiosity was boundless, and she’d drawn me into her quest more than once. I’d been a guinea pig for her black tea compresses for sunburn, ginger-garlic soup for viruses, and special salve for poison ivy. She sold the ginger-garlic soup in the café, but the other remedies had never been packaged for her customers. Creating and distributing her own line was a dream come true. Sipping the tea, I savored the warm spices and kick of fennel and the happiness I felt for her.


“When will your anti-aging formula be on the market? Or should I say, in your market?” I smiled.


She beamed back at me. “I’m hoping Fresh Face, that’s the name of the line, will be on the shelves by year’s end. But for now, don’t say anything about it. It’s all very hush-hush. I’ve been instructed to keep it—what do you kids say? On the down low. They don’t want anyone to scoop us.”


The phone rang, startling her, which I found strange. Aunt Claire was usually as serene and immovable as a rock. She answered, “Claire Hagan here,” listened, and then covered the receiver with her hand and cocked her head. “Honey, this is going to take a while. Would you mind?”


“Not at all. It’s time for my morning walk anyway.” I headed for the door. As I did, Aunt Claire reached into her drawer, grabbed a small vial, and untwisted the cap. As she listened to the person on the other end, she furrowed her brow and emptied a dropperful of the contents into her tea. It looked like a bottle of flower essences that help relieve emotional upset and bring you back into balance. Was Aunt Claire worried about something? Thanks to her practice of meditation, yoga, and Zen thinking, she was always the picture of calm. I shook off the thought. It must be the new formula. As she said, she’d never worked on something like this. She probably felt as if it was her big break. Still . . .


As I crossed a footbridge over a small stream, my review of our conversation was interrupted by my cell phone ringing. A few yards away, an elegant, long-necked white egret glanced at me, and then promptly flew off. The phone’s caller ID said: Aunt Claire and showed a picture of her smiling.


Answering, I said, “Hello? Aunt Claire?” but the reception was terrible and I couldn’t hear her.


Several seconds passed with no reply. I disconnected the call and was about to dial back when I received another call from the same number. I answered again, wondering what was going on, when I was again greeted with static. Damn these cell phone towers, I thought. Reception in some places was the absolute pits.


“Aunt Claire? I can’t hear you.”


Through the earpiece I heard garbled words, followed by a loud crash. Then the line went dead.


Not knowing what was wrong but already cursing myself for not staying at the store and waiting to find out what was upsetting her, I screeched her PT Cruiser to a halt in front of Nature’s Way and jumped out. Even though I was in a mad panic, I still couldn’t help but notice the care and attention Aunt Claire had paid to the three-story gingerbread Victorian exterior, with its bright yellow paint and red trim.


Squinting at the sign in the early morning sun, I realized again how much I loved this place. My aunt’s store, my home away from home, and most delightful, home to natural remedies. I’d been introduced to many of those elixirs as a teenager, after my Aunt Claire returned to the States from the UK to be near my mom and opened the store. Brightly colored posters in the windows announced everything from “CoQ-10 on Sale!” to “Yes, We Have Burt’s Bees!” to “Scrumptious Organic Raspberries!”


Thousands of tiny white lights hung from the roof, and on top of the building stood a ship’s weathervane, a nod to our village’s nautical heritage. Three white metal tables and chairs had been placed on the porch for al fresco dining.


I sped up the path lined with perennial plants of every size, shape, and color that Aunt Claire had bought, nurtured and watered faithfully, bolted up the steps, and pushed at the fire-engine-red front door. It was locked. In a town as safe as this, I found it odd that she’d bothered to do so, unless she wanted to make sure no early bird customers drifted in. Reaching for my key, I slipped it into the lock, pushed the door open, and stepped inside. It was eerily quiet. I looked around and, not seeing her, called her name several times. “Aunt Claire? Are you okay?” I felt panic rise in my throat.


Getting no reply, I headed farther inside, past the bright and cheery café section, with more white metal tables and chairs; bookshelves bursting at the seams with volumes on everything from vegan eating to yoga to meditation; and the oversize corkboard displaying the daily specials along with funky artwork and postcards from customers around the world. The smell of patchouli filled the air, giving the space a warm, musky scent.


I walked past the kitchen and the wood-paneled, square checkout station, which was situated in the middle of the bright green-and-blue space, facilitating attention to customers’ needs. Featured at the checkout station were items that were likely to be bought spontaneously, such as lip balm, stress mints, bug repellent, and bars of organic milk chocolate, along with magazines like Nature’s Remedy, Yoga Journal, and Natural Health. The sun coming through the skylights spilled over the entire area, bathing it in an ethereal glow. Pushing open the office door, I peered inside to where I’d left her only an hour before. Aunt Claire’s teacup sat empty, as did her chair.


Turning around, I walked back into the store, past the display of eco-friendly cleaning products, to the produce aisle, which led to the stairs. Perhaps Aunt Claire had felt ill, headed upstairs to lie down, and fallen. I hoped not. The stairs were narrow and winding; one slip, and you could really hurt yourself. But I didn’t get that far. As I rounded the corner, I spotted her.


She lay in the fetal position on the floor, the bottle of flower essences resting next to her left hand. Her tabby cats, Ginger and Ginkgo, a brother and sister she’d adopted from a local animal-welfare foundation, were circling her, mewing. Had she fainted?


Dropping to my knees, I put my head to her chest. Was she breathing? No. Oh, God. Her eyes were closed and her face was pink, as if she’d stayed in the sun too long.


I put my head to her chest again and hoped against hope that I was wrong. No, she wasn’t breathing. I grabbed my iPhone, called 911, and then started to perform CPR. But it was no use. She didn’t respond. I kept trying. Moments later the EMT’s arrived and took over. After a few minutes of trying to resuscitate her, they told me that Claire was gone. The shock of her death reverberated through me. I wanted to throw up.


As I fought back nausea, my gaze landed on the bottle next to her left hand. I bent over her and inspected it. It was the flower essence Mimulus, which is taken for “Fear of worldly things, illness, pain, accidents, poverty, of dark, of being alone, of misfortune. The fears of everyday life. These people quietly and secretly bear their dread; they do not freely speak of it to others,” according to its creator, the British doctor Edward Bach, who’d discovered and patented the power of certain flower essences in 1934.


I went to the desk and got a napkin in case someone’s fingerprints besides Claire’s were on the bottle and carefully picked it up by the top of the dropper. When I opened the top and smelled the liquid inside, it didn’t smell like any flower essence I’d ever used with patients. Had someone put something into the bottle with the intent to kill?


My world tilted on its axis. Aunt Claire had been dealing with something big. Something so foreboding that she’d chosen this cure. And it had killed her.





chapter two


Dear Dr. McQuade,


I’ve been feeling really low for over a month now. I can’t point to a specific reason, although I have had several personal setbacks this year: I lost my job, my husband left me, and my goldfish died.


Signed,


Feeling Down


Dear Feeling Down,


For mild to moderate depression, you may want to try Saint John’s wort. It’s been proven in many studies to be effective. However, if you’re feeling depressed and it’s getting worse, it’s time to see a professional. Remember, it takes a strong person to ask for help when she needs it. Feel better!


Signed,


Dr. Willow McQuade




I don’t know how long I sat there and cried with the cats keeping me company, dissolved in a puddle of goo and using the recycled-paper towels from the display to mop up my tears. I think subliminally I hoped that if I cried hard enough, I could will her back to me. But Aunt Claire had definitely, as she would often say when others died, gone to the other side. She was probably looking down on me right now. In spite of everything, I found this somewhat comforting.


The EMS volunteers had come and assessed the situation after I’d carefully replaced the bottle in its original position. When I told them my suspicions, they called the police, who asked me to sit tight until they arrived. While the EMS techs went outside for a smoke, I stayed where I was, by her side, a lump in my throat and thoughts buzzing around in my head like bees. Why did she choose this essence? What was she afraid of? Why didn’t she confide her fears to me? Had someone put something in this bottle to try and kill her?


But who would want to hurt Aunt Claire? A disgruntled customer? Someone she ticked off at the post office? Despite her Zen nature, Aunt Claire did have a knack for getting into confrontations with certain folks. This child of the sixties was also a real activist, holding meetings for causes like workers’ rights and animal rights every week in the store.


Suddenly I heard a startled gasp from behind me. “What happened?”


Turning around, I found Aunt Claire’s passive-aggressive right hand, Janice Dorian, a stricken look on her face. Despite being surrounded by natural ways to calm down, Janice was an uptight forty-something with a perpetually pinched-looking face. She wore the Nature’s Way green apron, khakis, and a white T-shirt, hair stuffed into a crisp ponytail. “What have you done to her?”


“Nothing!” There was no one I loved more than my beloved Aunt Claire. Checking my temper, even though I wanted to deck her, I steadied my voice and said, “She’s gone, Janice. The police will be here any minute.”


Janice pushed past me and bent over Aunt Claire’s body. “Everything was fine until you came home. I’ve never seen her so agitated since you arrived.”


This was true but had to do with my efforts to bring my mother and Aunt Claire back together. Or maybe her agitation had something to do with her new business venture, Fresh Face. Even then she hid it very well. “Janice, you know that we loved each other very much.” I pointed to the bottle of Mimulus. “I think she may have been murdered,” I said, and shared my thoughts about the strange smell.


Janice snatched up the bottle before I could stop her and snarled, “You did this!” She waved the bottle at me. “This is your fault!”


“No, Janice,” I said, feeling tears well up again. Dealing with Janice in this situation was like rubbing sand into a wound. “You’re wrong. That is simply not true.”


“I’ll take that.” I turned around to see that the cops had arrived, a few patrolmen and two men in street clothes who were most likely detectives. One of them, a tall, lanky guy with close-cropped brown hair, put gloves on and took the bottle from Janice. He dropped it into a plastic bag and gave her a withering look. “Nothing like contaminating the evidence.”


“That’s her fault,” Janice huffed. “She’s the one who told me about it.”


The other detective, short and stocky with an athletic build, got right down to business. “I’m Detective Koren. This is Detective Coyle. You are?”


“I’m Willow McQuade,” I said, and wiped away fresh tears with a Kleenex. “This is Janice Dorian.”


“I can speak for myself,” Janice huffed again.


“Fine,” I said, weary of her attitude.


Detective Koren arched an eyebrow. “Problem?”


“She’s the problem,” Janice said, and pointed at me. “Everything was fine until she came here. Claire and I worked together as a team. She trusted me. We built this business to where it is today. Then she comes and ruins everything! I’ll bet she killed her!”


The cops gave me a quizzical look.


A wave of dread washed over me. I took a deep breath to steady myself. “She was my aunt. I loved her. I did not kill her.” I told them my theory about what might have happened this morning.


Detective Coyle narrowed his eyes at me. “What makes you an expert?”


“I’m a doctor. A naturopathic doctor.”


“Oh.” Coyle smirked. “So you’re not a real doctor.”


I stiffened. I’d heard this before, but it just wasn’t true.


“Why don’t you two take a seat,” Koren said. “We need to take a closer look, and then we’ll have some questions for you both.”


Janice paced by the door and I watched from a table in the café with a knot in my stomach as Koren and Coyle examined Aunt Claire’s body and the area around her. After that, Koren separately questioned us about our connections to Aunt Claire and to the store, our contact information, and our movements this morning while Coyle took notes.


When I mentioned finding Aunt Claire and the bottle, Coyle held up the plastic bag and squinted at the label. “Mimulus? What’s this for? Some kind of quack cure?”


Okay, Willow, don’t take offense. You know that lots of people think natural medicine is quackery, but you know better. Your Aunt Claire knew better. Don’t go to the dark side. “It isn’t a quack cure,” I said briskly. “It’s what is known as a flower essence, which is used for specific situations.”


“What kind of situations?”


“When you have an emotional imbalance, you choose a flower essence to help put you back in balance. In this case it looks like she was afraid of something.” I explained the properties of Mimulus to him.


Detective Koren, who was clearly the fashion-forward member of the team in an Armani knockoff, while his partner made do with JCPenney garb, grabbed the bag. “‘Fear of worldly things, illness, pain, accidents . . . misfortune’? That’s quite a list. You on that list?”


“No, officer, we had the best of relationships.”


Janice huffed her disapproval. “Then why did you fight?”


I shrugged like it was no big deal. “Like all people who love each other, we had our disagreements. Mostly about my mother. She and Aunt Claire are, I mean were, estranged. I was trying to bring them back together. Aunt Claire was, well, resistant. She didn’t give up a grudge easily.”


Koren held up his index finger. “Wait a minute, your aunt”—he glanced at Aunt Claire’s body—“had a grudge against your mother? Was it mutual?”


I was already getting tired of his questions, but I answered, “When my mother was in the hospital last year with heart problems, my aunt Claire disagreed with what the doctors were doing for her. She wanted to add some natural remedies. My sister and my mother rebuffed her. They still hadn’t made up.”


Detective Koren handed the plastic bag back to Coyle and drilled me with a look. “They local? I’ll need their addresses and phone numbers for follow-up.” He flipped open a small notebook.


“Yes,” I said, thinking about how much my mother and sister were going to dislike talking to a cop. “My mother lives in Greenport.” I gave him her address and my sister’s in Southold.


He scribbled down the information. “Do you live around here?”


“No,” Janice said with a sniff. “She lives in L.A.”


Was that a crime? Some locals thought so. They called us citidiots. Pushy city folks clogging up the streets, the grocery store, and the beaches. “That’s right. I was here visiting Aunt Claire.”


“And you’re staying where?”


“I’m staying here, upstairs, and I’m not leaving until this is settled. Aunt Claire just had a clean bill of health from her doctor yesterday. Something is very wrong here. Like I told you, I think she was murdered.”


He gave me a look I didn’t like. “Why don’t you let us worry about that?” he said as he flipped the pad closed and put it in his jacket pocket. “And staying put is a real good plan. Why don’t you tell your mother and sister to stay put, too? Sounds like we all need to talk.”


The coroner arrived a few minutes later and removed Aunt Claire’s body.


The day wore on into evening, and the cops worked late into the night processing the scene as I cried myself to sleep upstairs, which worked better than the valerian I took for my occasional insomnia. Valerian root, like chamomile, lemon balm, and lady slipper is an herb known as a nervine, which soothes and calms the nervous system. But tonight my tears did the trick.


Saturday morning, I awoke to the rhythmic pat-pat-pat of rain on the bedroom window and the crackle of thunder in the distance. When I got up to close the window, droplets peppered the windowsill. Ginger and Ginkgo both stirred, stretched, hit the floor, and then followed me as I crossed the hall to make sure the windows were closed in Aunt Claire’s room.


When I opened the door, her presence was so strong it felt like a punch to the chest. Even though I knew her spirit was gone, the room was all so her, everything from the art on the walls depicting Australia and London, two of her favorite places, to her beloved, worn cotton comforter, the books on the shelves, even the lavender smell of a large pillar candle. It had been her favorite scent.


I lit the lavender candle, which was also good for relieving stress, sat on the bed, and reached for the book on her nightstand, The Power of Now, a classic by Eckhart Tolle. Hers was well-worn and dog-eared; she’d obviously referred to it constantly. Perhaps even more so of late, since she clearly was troubled by something. Lying back on the bed, the grief like lead in my chest, I stared at the flickering candle and sifted through what could possibly have been troubling Aunt Claire.


A knock on the door disturbed my reverie. I blew out the candle and padded out of the room. When I opened the front door I found Merrily Scott, one of the café waitresses, dressed in the standard Nature’s Way uniform—jeans, a white T-shirt, and a green apron with the logo on the front. On top of her head she had twisted her bright red hair into tufts with fluorescent blue, green, and orange rubber bands.


Merrily was hypercheerful and hyperenergized, probably from the energy drink she constantly was holding. Today, though, her usual good cheer had been replaced with sadness and tears.


“I’m so sorry about Claire,” she said, her red eyes moist. “She was always so good to me.”


“Thanks, Merrily,” I said, verging on tears myself. “We’re all going to miss her.” I put my arm around her shoulders. “But why are you here? I told you to stay home.” I’d told Janice as much yesterday before she left. “We aren’t going to open today.”


She wiped tears from her eyes. “I can’t just sit home. I’ll drive myself nuts. I have to keep busy. Even if we aren’t open, I have things I can do, like ordering products, cleaning, stuff like that. Oh, and I have a message for you.” She handed me a message scribbled on a piece of recycled notepaper and took a sip of her drink. “This is for you. It’s from Mr. Matthews, Claire’s lawyer. He wants to see you right away. This morning. Now.” She chomped her gum a few times for good measure.


I looked at the note with his name, address, and phone number. Mr. Matthews had been Aunt Claire’s lawyer for more than twenty years. I knew she’d been fond of him, and more important, trusted him. “Did he say why?”


“No. Just that he wanted to see you.”


“Okay, thanks.” I began to close the door, but she stopped it with her foot. “Like, he wants to see you right now.”


“I know, Merrily, I just want to take a shower first.”


She thought about this. “Well, okay. He just sounded like he was in a really big hurry to see you.”


“Okay, Merrily, I’ll be down in a minute.”


Closing the door after Ginger and Ginkgo scampered down the stairs, I went into my room, stripped, and headed into the shower. As the warm water gushed down over my head and body, I wondered why Mr. Matthews wanted to see me so urgently. Was it something about the business? About Aunt Claire’s will? Surely that could wait until after the funeral. I grabbed the organic green tea and fennel shampoo (not tested on animals, of course) and lathered up as I considered the possibilities.


An hour later, after grabbing a quick breakfast of fresh fruit and granola with plain low-fat yogurt, I grabbed an umbrella and headed out. After a brisk walk through the raindrops in the tangy, salty morning air, I arrived at Aunt Claire’s lawyer’s office. Located upstairs in a two-story white house (a dentist’s office was on the first floor), it was smack in the middle of Main Street, one of two busy thoroughfares in town along with Front Street.


Greenport had a quaint charm that came from its mix of longtime businesses such as the nautical ship and shore emporium, the drugstore, the old-fashioned department store, and the post office side by side with new, upscale boutiques, seafood restaurants, tea and coffee shops, antiques dealers, ice cream stands, and art galleries. I loved it and always got a thrill when I walked or drove through town, with its multicolored awnings, bright facades, and wooden signs. Tourists loved it, too. From Memorial Day to Labor Day, throngs of visitors packed the sidewalks sampling fare, shopping, and enjoying the seaside environs. Forbes even named Greenport one of America’s prettiest villages.


Today, though, it felt like a dark cloud hovered over the town. I was sure that everyone was shocked and afraid by what had happened. A murderer was among us. On a practical level, townsfolk were probably also concerned about the effect a murder would have on business. Would tourists be scared away?


I tried to shake off the cornucopia of fear I felt and knocked on Mr. Matthews’s office door. Receiving no reply, I went inside anyway. He wanted to see me right away, didn’t he? I stepped into the nondescript waiting area, which consisted of a threadbare couch, a few tired magazines, and a door that led to his office.


Sitting down, I checked my iPhone for messages. I’d received three e-mails from my assistant, Patty, in L.A. regarding various patients, and I replied with a request to please refer the cases to my boss and fellow alum, William Cohen, as she had done with other patients since I’d been away.


A few moments later, Patty e-mailed again, telling me that she would handle everything and not to worry. But I was worried. I couldn’t stay away too long or my new practice would suffer. But since I was the executor of Aunt Claire’s will, I would be responsible for the time-consuming task of settling her estate.


I pocketed the phone when Mr. Matthews appeared. Dressed in a tired-looking business suit, he was balding and had small, round spectacles perched on his nose. He popped a breath mint into his mouth as he crossed the room to me.


“Dr. McQuade, thank you for coming over,” he said as he took my hand. “I’m so sorry about Claire. She will be missed.”
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